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USING LEARNING CENTERS
To implement the "I Am An Author " program
June Rusten
Language Arts Consultant
Ann Arbor Public Schools
Anne Dake
Media Specialist
Thurston School, Ann Arbor

The make-up of our centers to encourage young authors' writing varies
according to our purposes. Center-s have a
different variety and quantity of activities, games, task cards, worksheets, puzzles, and audio-visuals.

The Library /Media Center can ~einforce and support the creative writing
that takes place in the classroom. Writing,
as well as reading is a process of discovery,
a thinking, learning, creative process.
Writing should always be done for a real
reason - a purpose obvious to students.
Writers write with information and from
experience.
What is placed in the room and how it
is arranged determines in large part the
atmosphere and the expectancies for
learnings. The Library /Media Center is an
ideal place to encourage writing and for
the Learning Center approach to learning.
Learning Center teaching is more an attitude on the part of the teacher than it is
a system of teaching. It is an approach for
meeting children's individual needs, not
just a way of organizing the room. It is a
way of personalizing learning, with the
teacher or librarian as the resource person.

Centers can be extensive taking a whole
corner of a room, or they may be placed
on a table, on a bulletin board, or even
housed in a box.
We find all kinds of learning centers
from a "Fairy Tale Center" to a "Writer's
Workshop Center" enhance our I AM AN
AUTHOR program. Each year students
in the Ann Arbor Public Schools write,
illustrate and publish their own books
through a program called "I AM AN
AUTHOR" which is a cooperative venture of Media Specialists, Language Arts
Consultants, and Teachers.
I AM AN AUTHOR is a year long pro31

gram which begins in the fall with a
"S.W.A.P. SHOP" for teachers, continues
on through the winter with a "WRITER'S
WORKSHOP" for the students, and ends
with the book sharing time through the
media centers in the spring.

Read the book: Where Does the
Garbage Go? by Paul Showers.
Discuss some ideas and solutions
for our garbage and trash problems
with some partners.
Design your own trash machine.
Make a model of it, label the parts.
Write a paragraph telling how it
works. Write a second paragraph
telling how your machine might
help solve our garbage problem.
Display your model or diagram.
Or make a book with your diagram
and paragraphs.

S.W.A.P. (Student Writing Activities
and Productions) Shops are learning centers for teachers and are filled with short,
easy language using ideas which teachers
use to stimulate student creativity and
thought. Language encounters, activity
cards, games, and "Springboards for Writing" are some of the highlights.
Language encounters in the S.W.A.P.
SHOP are one session activities which are
especially designed to help students think
of things in other ways. They may involve
role playing and most always end with
the student writing what he/she saw or
felt. Some possible encounters could be
1) magazine pictures pasted to cards,
students choose one and describe it; 2)
blindfold students and ask them to feel
smell or taste an object and describe it;
3) magazine pictures of two or more
people engaged in various activities. Students write a dialogue or conversation
that may be taking place, or 4) remove
captions from cartoons and ask students
to write their own. These are but a few
ideas; many more are available commercially. Try The Good Apple Newspaper
(Box 299, Carthage, IL 62321), the
Spice Series (Educational Service Inc.,
(P.O. Box 219, Stevensville, MI 49127),
the Bill Martin's Sounds of Language
Books (Holt, Rinehart and Winston),
Not Just Schoolwork, New Directions in
Written Expression by Amy Maid and
Roger Wallace. A Mandala book, and
Springboards to Creative Writing by Fred
Christensen from Creative Teaching Press.

Task cards like the above are also useful
in promoting books.
"Springboards for Writing" is a bibliography of books. They are very good for
students to use as patterns for writing.
Alphabet, picture and poetry books are
the main items on the list. Some favorites
are Robert Tallon's Zoophabets, Fred
Gwynn's The King Who Rained, Judi
Barrett's Animals Should Definitely Not
Wear Clothing, Albert Miller's ABC Serendipity Series (Bowman), and Flo Morse's
How Does It Feel To Be A Tree? To use a
Springboard the teacher shares it with the
class then asks the students to write something duplicating the pattern in the book,
or using one of the ideas from the book,
or expressing one of the feelings in the
book. Springboards are fun books for the
teacher to read aloud and using them is an
excellent way to encourage older students
to re-explore the picture book collections
in the library.
Our Writer's Workshop is a learning
center in the library. It includes story
starters, a "Verse Purse" of poetry ideas,
and a "Writer's Gallery" containing ideas
for writing newspapers, books, cartoons,
plays, and more. A "Picture Pouch"
which has magazine pictures about which
to write a story, Springboard books, and
directions for the students to follow are
also included. All of these things are to
help the student get started. The six steps
for making a book are the most important part of the Writer's Workshop. They
are:

As with language encounters many
task cards, activity cards and games are
commercially available. Some of our
favorites come from the "Write to Communicate" Kits by Reader's Digest and
from the "LEIR" Kits from Encyclopedia Britannica Educational Corp. and
"Interaction" by Houghton Mifflin Co.
You can also make your own task cards
using trade books. Task cards extend the
ideas of the author. Using the book:
Where Does the Garbage Go? by Paul
Showers:

- The student writes the rough draft
- The student edits the work
- The student shares the work with a
teacher or librarian
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- The student proofreads the final
draft
- The student with help makes the
cover and "publishes" the book
- The student shares the book with
friends
Blank books are provided in the center
for the student to use for the rough draft.
These "books" are made of newsprint
folded and stapled. When the rough draft
of the story complete with illustrations
is completed we strongly encourage the
student to read it critically looking for
errors in grammar and spelling. We also
encourage stud en ts to read each others'
rough drafts. This provides practice in
editing another Young Author's work.
We insist that a work must be free of
errors if it is to be published and read by
others.
The teacher and librarian have an important role in the book making process.
When the student has finished editing
the rough draft he is to work with his
teacher or librarian to further polish the
work. They may point out awkward spots
or other errors the student has missed.
This is a joint conference between the
teacher or librarian and the student to
discuss the work and together find ways
to improve the story.
The biggest step for the students is
publishing. The "Make a Book Center" is
equipped with cloth, cardboard, drymount
tissue, needle, thread and a parent volunteer. The volunteer assists the students
in typing the story and making the cover.

It is very special to see your finished
book come out of the drymount press
ready to read.
The final step is for the students to
share their book with others. The finished
books are shared in many ways. Some
students exchange books; some choose to
share their books with their families or
give them as a gift; some share by putting
their books in the "Young Author's Corner" in the library; and others read their
story to a younger class. The students
may also make an audio or video tape of
their book (the video tapes are broadcast
on our local cable TV channel) and they
may also contribute the book to the
I AM AN AUTHOR Book Boxes. These
boxes circulate to all elementary school
libraries and are filled with works from
most of the schools. The students really
enjoy reading books written by another
student.
The I AM AN AUTHOR Program is
not only fun but is an important tool
for us to use to reach our goal of helping
students learn to communicate. Not only
are the students learning to write correctly
so another reader can understand their
thoughts, but they are also editing and
refining those ideas and words into the
best work they can produce. Our students
are also learning what it is like to share
something of your own with someone
else. If watching the mob around the I
AM AN AUTHOR Box or seeing the
smiles on the faces of the kids is any
indication, then our program is a success.
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